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The wind had been wrong all afternoon. Not loud, not dramatic. Just persistent enough to keep her glancing up from the fence line and squinting at the sky like it had said something under its breath.

She leaned her weight into the post and felt it give a fraction. Not good. She tightened the wire anyway, palms burning through the gloves. The field smelled metallic, rain not yet fallen but already present, hanging in the air. The sheep had drifted toward the far hedge, their backs dull under the cloud cover. Animals always knew before people did.

She wiped her forehead with the back of her wrist and straightened. Her lower back complained. Thirty-eight, she reminded herself. Not old. Just no longer pretending she was twenty-five.

The road beyond the paddock was empty. It usually was. A ribbon of gravel that curved out of sight and didn’t apologize for it. She liked that about the place. Things didn’t perform here. They just were.

The first thunder came as a low, distant crack, like something heavy breaking underground.

She swore under her breath and started toward the house. The storm hadn’t been on the forecast this early. She’d checked that morning, coffee cooling on the counter while the radio muttered through static. Heavy rain, later tonight. Not this.

By the time she reached the porch, the wind had picked up enough to shove at her back. She kicked off her boots, tracked dust across the mat anyway, and went straight for the windows. The western sky had turned the color of old bruises. The kind you didn’t remember getting.

She closed the last latch just as the rain hit. Hard. Immediate. No easing into it. The sound on the tin roof was deafening, a sudden violence that made her flinch despite herself.

“Alright,” she said to no one. “I see you.”

The power flickered once. Twice. Held.

She moved through the house on habit. Candles, checked. Gas stove, ready. She pulled the kettle off the burner before the electricity could think better of it. Outside, the wind slammed something loose against the shed. Metal on metal. She made a note to check it later, then crossed it out mentally. Later was a flexible concept in weather like this.

The knock came so suddenly she thought something had hit the door.

She stood still, heart thudding, listening. The rain roared. The wind shoved. Another knock, sharper this time. Deliberate.

She didn’t move.

No one came out here unannounced. The neighbors were miles off, and they phoned first. Delivery drivers turned around at the main road if they had any sense. Which meant whoever was on her porch didn’t.

The knock came again, followed by a voice raised against the storm.

“Hello?”

Male. Tight. Already irritated, or trying not to be.

She went to the door and stopped with her hand on the latch. Through the small window she could see a blur of dark fabric, water running off it in sheets. A man stood with his back half-turned to the wind, one arm braced against the wall like he was negotiating with it.

She opened the door a crack.

“Yes?”

Rain sprayed in immediately, cold and sharp. The man turned, and she took him in in pieces. Too clean, even soaked. Coat that had never seen mud on purpose. Hair plastered to his head, dark, neatly cut beneath the chaos. His shoes were wrong for this place. Leather. City leather.

“Thank God,” he said, breathless. “My car’s off the road. About half a mile back. I saw the house and—”

“No,” she said, reflex more than decision.

His mouth shut. He stared at her like he hadn’t heard correctly.

“No?” he repeated.

“This isn’t a guesthouse,” she said. “You’ll need to wait it out in your car.”

“I can’t.” His jaw tightened. “It’s stuck. The road washed out near the bend. I tried—” He gestured vaguely behind him, toward the mess of rain and wind. “I’m not walking back in that.”

She looked past him. The rain was slanting sideways now, thick enough to blur the world into streaks. The trees along the drive bent and shook like they were trying to pull free of the ground.

She could say no. She knew that. She could close the door, bolt it, and let him figure it out. People did, all the time. Figure things out. Especially people who ended up places they didn’t belong.

Another crack of thunder split the air, closer this time. He flinched, just slightly. Enough that she noticed.

She sighed, already annoyed with herself.

“Come in,” she said. “But only until the storm eases.”

Relief crossed his face too quickly for him to hide it. He stepped inside and brought half the weather with him. Water pooled on the floorboards immediately.

“Thanks,” he said. “Really. I won’t be any trouble.”

She closed the door hard and turned on him.

“You’re already trouble,” she said. “Stand there.”

He did, brows drawing together as if unused to being directed. Water dripped from his coat, his hair, the hem of his trousers. He smelled like rain and something expensive underneath it.

She grabbed a towel from the hook and tossed it at his chest. He fumbled it, then caught it.

“Dry off,” she said. “Don’t move past the entry.”

He hesitated, then nodded. “Of course.”

She watched him out of the corner of her eye as she fetched another towel, this one older, thinner. He wiped his face, his hair, movements efficient but stiff. Like he was performing a version of himself that made sense indoors.

“What were you doing out here?” she asked.

“Driving,” he said. “Clearly a mistake.”

She snorted before she could stop herself. “That obvious, is it?”

He looked at her then, really looked. His gaze lingered just long enough to be rude. Or curious. Hard to tell.

“I didn’t expect the road to be that bad,” he said. “My navigation said—”

“Your navigation doesn’t live here.”

A corner of his mouth twitched. Not a smile. Acknowledgment.

“Fair point.”

The power went out then. The lights snapped off, plunging the house into a dim gray lit only by the storm-pressed windows.

She didn’t react. Just moved toward the counter, already reaching for a candle.

Behind her, he exhaled. “You’re kidding.”

She struck a match. The flame flared, steady despite the wind rattling the windows.

“It happens,” she said. “Sit.”

He did, perching on the edge of the chair like he didn’t trust it not to give way. She set the candle between them and took the opposite seat, arms crossed.

“Name,” she said.

“Ethan,” he replied. Then, after a beat, “Yours?”

She considered not giving it to him. Considered the weight of names, how they made things real.

“Clara,” she said finally.

The thunder rolled again, close enough now to vibrate through the floor.

They sat in the candlelight, two damp strangers listening to the storm lay claim to the land outside.

And she had the uncomfortable sense that letting him in had changed something she hadn’t meant to touch.
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The rain comes down harder once she decides not to look at the road again.

It’s the sound that does it. Not a steady fall, but the sharp, drumming slap of water hitting the tin roof, the windows, the packed earth outside. The kind of rain that erases edges. She sets the kettle on the stove and twists the knob too far, flame flaring blue and loud. She turns it back with a muttered curse.

She doesn’t have to offer him anything. Shelter is enough. Dry space. Four walls and a roof. That’s the contract.

He stands just inside the door, rain sliding off the shoulders of his coat and pooling on the floorboards. He hasn’t moved since she stepped away, like he’s waiting for instructions or a verdict. His shoes are wrong for this place. Too narrow. Too clean, even soaked through.

“You can put that there,” she says, nodding at the chair by the wall. “If you want to sit.”

He doesn’t sit. He shrugs out of the coat instead, movements careful, precise. The coat looks expensive even soaked, the fabric holding its shape when he drapes it over the chair. He glances down at the puddle forming beneath it.

“I’m sorry about the water,” he says.

She snorts before she can stop herself. “It’s a storm.”

“Yes. Still.”

That’s the thing about him. He keeps apologizing for things that aren’t his fault, like he’s used to smoothing over outcomes before anyone asks him to. It makes her want to poke at him, see what happens when he runs out of words.

She turns back to the counter. The kettle rattles, lid jumping. She presses it down with the heel of her hand and waits until it settles.

“You can leave your shoes there too,” she says without looking. “They’ll ruin the floor.”

There’s a pause. Then the soft thud of shoes hitting the mat by the door. Socks next. She doesn’t turn around, but she knows he’s standing barefoot now, probably uncomfortable, probably not used to being told what to do in someone else’s space.

Good.

The room smells like damp wool and wood smoke. She cracks the window an inch despite the rain, letting cold air push in. The fire needs tending. Everything needs tending. That’s how this place works. You don’t stop just because someone unexpected shows up at your door.

She pours water into two mugs without asking if he wants one. It’s easier that way. Decisions made before conversation can twist them.

“Sit,” she says this time, sharper. “You’re dripping.”

He obeys.

The chair creaks under his weight. He’s taller than he looked on the road, shoulders filling the space wrong. The table between them suddenly feels small. She slides a mug across to him.

“Careful. It’s hot.”

“Thank you.”

Their fingers don’t touch. She’s relieved and oddly irritated by it.

Outside, wind scrapes at the walls. A branch snaps somewhere close, the crack loud enough to make him flinch. He hides it quickly, lifting the mug to his mouth like nothing happened, but she saw it. She sees more than people expect. It’s a habit she picked up the hard way.

“So,” she says. “Where were you headed?”

“North,” he says, then corrects himself. “Back toward the city. I took a wrong turn. The GPS lost signal.”

“Always does,” she says. “Out here, anyway.”

He nods, like he’s filing that away. He takes a careful sip, then another, more confident. His hands are steady. Nails trimmed. A faint red line circles his wrist where a watch must have been.

“What do you do?” she asks.

The question lands heavier than she expects. His mouth tightens, just a fraction.

“I’m a lawyer.”

There it is. The word sits between them, glossy and foreign.

“Right,” she says.

Something shifts in his expression. Not offense. More like resignation.

“And you?” he asks.

She almost laughs. “This.”

He looks around, taking in the low ceiling, the shelves stacked with jars, the mud tracked near the door. The tools leaning by the hearth.

“I meant—”

“I know what you meant.” She takes a sip of her tea. “I run the place.”

“Alone?”

The question is careless. He realizes it the second it leaves his mouth.

“Yes.”

Another pause. Rain fills it.

“I didn’t mean—”

“I know,” she says again
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